The vast majority of social scientific studies of sport have been secular in nature and/or have tended to ignore the importance of studying the religious aspects of sport. In light of this, Shilling and Mellor (2014) have sought to encourage sociologists of sport not to divorce the 'religious' and the 'sacred' from their studies. In response to this call, the goal of the current essay is to explore how the conception of Christianity as 'public religion' can be utilised to help justify the use of a Christian sociological approach for studying the social scientific aspects of sport. After making a case for Christianity as public religion, we conclude that many of the sociological issues inherent in modern sport are an indirect result of its increasing secularisation and argue that this justifies the need for a Christian sociological approach. We encourage researchers to use the Bible, the tools of Christian theology and sociological concepts together, so to inform analyses of modern sport from a Christian perspective.
Introduction
Despite the fact that sport and religion have clearly had a relationship for over 3000 years (Watson and Parker 2013) , the vast majority of social scientific studies of sport have been secular in nature and/or have tended to ignore the importance of studying the religious aspects of sport. This has been previously noted by Shilling and Mellor (2014, 351) who argued that, 'analysing sport purely as a secular phenomenon, and marginalizing its religious significance, is potentially antagonistic to a broader attempt to grasp its societal importance'. They also criticise the vast majority of existing sociology of sport literature written over the last two decades when they claim, 'studies focused purely on the secular dimensions of sport can be unhelpfully narrow' (Shilling and Mellor 2014, 352) . Shilling and Mellor (2014, 352 ) went on to develop what they describe as 'a novel theoretical account of sport's centrality to social life, attentive to its secular, religious and sacred aspects'.
Despite aiming to highlight that a secular bias exists within the sociology of sport and subsequently encouraging scholars not to divorce the 'religious' and the 'sacred' from their studies, Shilling and Mellor (2014) only drew upon secularist theorists -Emile Durkheim and Max Weber -to guide their own analytical framework and conclusions. This is not so much a criticism of Shilling and Mellor, but more a limitation of the discipline of sociology as a whole considering that the majority of the social theorists utilised therein (and concomitantly in the sub-discipline of sports sociology) are secularists. Gibbons (2017) highlighted this issue and briefly introduced the potential contribution of some Christian sociological perspectives for those interested in the social-scientific study of sport to explore. The goal of the current essay is to build upon the work of Shilling and Mellor (2014) and Gibbons (2017) through exploring how the conception of Christianity as 'public religion' justifies the use of a Christian 3 sociological approach for studying the social scientific aspects of sport. In the first section, we provide a brief overview of the existing and emerging literature that has examined the sportChristianity symbiosis through both a social scientific and a theological lens. This provides important contextual background information with regard to the conceptual, theoretical and empirical basis for our argument. In the second section of this essay, we consider the rise of what sociologists call 'public religion' before discussing arguments for Christianity as public religion in the third section. In the final section, we argue that many of the sociological issues inherent in modern sport are an indirect result of its increasing secularisation and this justifies the need for a Christian-centred approach.
Sports and Christianity Research: A Brief Overview
The office of the 'Pontifical Council for Culture' within the Vatican, recently hosted an international conference entitled, Sport at the Service of Humanity (2016, 4-7 October) . Given the profile of the opening speakers-Pope Francis, the Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby, the President of the International Olympic Committee, Thomas Bach, and the General Secretary of the UN, Ban Ki-moon-one might conclude that the sport-faith field has arrived.
This conjecture is buttressed by the recent Inaugural Global Congress on Sports and
Christianity (2016, (24) (25) (26) (27) (28) August, York St John University, UK), from which, a number of journal special editions and books emanated (Parker, Watson and White 2016; Adogame, Watson and Parker 2017 Blaizer 2015; Ellis 2014; Harvey 2014; Hoffman 2010; Kelly 2012; Parry et al. 2007 Parry et al. , 2011 Watson and Parker 2013 .
Substantive scholarship in the field of Sports and Christianity finds its roots in Michael
Novak's seminal text The Joy of Sports (1967 Sports ( /2004 ). Novak, a world-renowned Catholic lay theologian and former US ambassador, provided an interdisciplinary work (including some sociological theory) on the relationship between sports and the Christian faith. His central thesis that sports had a religious dimension and that they should not be politicized challenged neo-Marxist critiques of professional sports that became popular during that era (Brohm 1978; Hoch 1972; Rigauer 1982; Scott 1971) . These Neo-Marxist critiques, which are still popular today, maintain that modern professional sports are inherently political as they embody capitalism and its value system that is fundamentally underpinned by exploitation, alienation and oppression and needs to be dismantled, re-structured and/or used as a site for resistance.
Novak emphasised sport's religious and non-political character disputing and confronting this dominant secularist critique of sport. Subsequently, during the next three decades, a small number of sport scholars began to explore various aspects of the relationships between sports and Christianity (see Hoffman 1976; 1992; Higgs 1983; 1990; .
A central genre of scholarship that emerged during this period examined how sport might be viewed as a religion in itself. Arguably, the foundational work in this area was Harry
Edwards ' (1973, 8) book chapter in which he concluded: 'If there is a universal popular religion in America it is to be found within the institution of sport'. Using the structural functionalist approach of Émile Durkheim and Talcott Parsons, Edwards and others described how modern sports functioned like a religion (see Birrell 1981; Price 1984; . While it is a hotly debated concept, both in the discipline of sociology and theology, the secularization of Western Europe over the last 200 years is often cited as the principle reason given to explain why the loss of traditional religious liturgies in culture has led to sports-with their ritual, 5 communal, aesthetic, transcendent, symbolic, mythical, ascetic and heroic structures-being championed as the 'new' religion. More recent scholarship-rooted largely in Bellah's (1967) seminal work-rehearses this well-used and general line of reasoning by focussing on how sport can act as: a 'cultural religion' (Albanese 1981 ); a 'secular religion' (Alomes 1994;  Liponski 2009); a 'surrogate religion' (Coles 1975; Percy and Taylor 1997) ; a 'quasi-religion' (Dunning 1986 ); a 'folk-religion' (Mathisen 2005; ; and, a 'civil religion' (Scholes and Sassower 2013) .
Another scholarly focus in the sports-Christianity field over the last four decades has been the use of Max Weber's rationalisation thesis to critique and analyse the structural and fiscal dynamics of sport through history. The historian, Allen Guttmann, provided the foundational (and now seminal) Weberian treatment of sport in his book, From Ritual to Record (1978/2004 ), which has been followed by related texts (Overman 1997; . In tracking the conceptual, ritualistic and economic aspects of sports down the centuries, Guttmann argues that a 'ludic diffusion' has taken place, resulting in the loss of the play ethic (due primarily to the development of a Protestant work ethic and rise/dominance of the free-market) in modern professional sports. In his book, Games and Empires: Modern Sports and Cultural Imperialism, Guttmann (1994) nicely captures the central tenets of modern sports which undoubtedly imbibe the 'win at all costs' doctrine that often leads to many ethical quandaries for the sociologist, ethicist or theologian to examine. He describes in detail how the character of Western modern sports has evolved from the industrial, scientific, capitalist, imperial, and cultural developments of the 19 th and 20 th centuries. In so doing, he identifies seven defining characteristics of 'modern sport'. Six of these, especially the 'secularisation' of modern sport (which we will return to in our conclusion), are particularly helpful in illustrating the need for a Christian Sociology for the social scientific study of sport: 6  SECULARISM: despite their tendency to become ritualized and to arouse strong emotions, modern sports are not related-as pre-modern sports often were-to some transcendent realm of the numinous or sacred; is what we mean by "record" in this uniquely modern usage, is a constant challenge to all who strive to surpass it and thereby to achieve a modern version of immortality. (Guttmann 1994, 2-3) In light of these structural and philosophical changes in sports over time, it could be argued that for some athletes and fans, modern sport, especially the dimension of winning with its many potential extrinsic rewards, has become a 'ritualised obsession', and even a vehicle for 'immortalising the self' (Grimshaw 2000; Schmitt and Leonard 1986) has been a significant upsurge of specific publications in theology (see Brock 2012; Dailey 2016; Ellis 2014; Harvey 2013; Parker and Watson 2014; Parker and Weir 2012; White 2012; ) , the philosophy of sport (see Kretchmar 2011; Kretchmar and Watson 2017; Scarpa and Carraro 2011; Twietmeyer 2008; White 2012; and the sociology of sport (see Gibbons and Braye, 2017; Gibbons 2017; Meyer, Wynveen and Gallucci 2015; Shilling and Mellor 2014; Stevenson 1991; . This is in addition to multiple edited monographs and anthologies that explore the relationship between sports and Christianity (examples of which are cited at the start of this section).
To summarise this very brief overview of the sport-Christianity field, we are confident alongside leading social scientists who have reflected on sports (see Shilling and Mellor 2014), 8 to assert that there is great potential for a Christian sociological approach within the social scientific study of sport. In the following section we consider the rise of what sociologists call 'public religion' which we go on to argue can be used to justify a Christian sociological approach to the social scientific study of sport.
The rise of 'public religion '2 From the latter part of the 19th century, the likes of Auguste Comte, Karl Marx, Max Weber, and Émile Durkheim were establishing sociology as a secular discipline. However, from the very beginning, these secular theorists were interested in studying the topic of religion:
The study of religion played a major role in classical sociology from Karl Marx's theory of alienation and fetishism of commodities, to Max Weber's work on the Protestant sects and the rise of capitalism … to Emile Durkheim's work on the sacred and profane dichotomy. (Turner 2014, 772) The earliest of these secularist 'founding fathers' of sociology, Comte, famously argued that sociology was 'the new religion' (Brewer 2007, 10 ); yet Durkheim argued that 'religion' and the 'sacred' persist in modern societies as they play a role in maintaining social order. Weber's rationalisation thesis suggested that the increasing rationalisation of modern societies diminished the significance of religion and the sacred, whereas Marx criticised religion for diverting the attention of the masses from political engagement and revolutionary action, famously referring to religion as 'an opiate of the masses'.
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The dominance of secularization and the celebration of pluralism meant that after the Second World War 'religion...tended to be restricted to the private sphere' in most industrialized Western nations (Brewer 2007, 9) . The secularization thesis that dominated sociological debate on religion was widely accepted and undisputed until Peter Berger (1967) predicted that religion would be pushed away from the public sphere and into the private sphere as a result of socioeconomic advancement in increasingly secular Western societies. Thomas Luckmann (1967) asserted that religion would not necessarily decline but would become invisible from the public sphere and unrecognizable as Western modernity advanced. Bryan Wilson (1977) agreed that religion would cease to have impact in the public sphere and would increasingly be regarded as a matter of choice. Thus, the privatization thesis became a dominant argument within sociological analyses of religion and redefined the well-established secularization thesis by referring to an individual privatization of religion rather than outright decline.
Since 1989 and the fall of the Berlin Wall, religion has re-emerged into public life in Eastern and Central Europe, and it was in the early 1990s that the place of religion in the public sphere began to become a prominent and hotly debated issue within the sociological mainstream. This public debate was intensified by the terrorism caused by Islamic extremists, starting with the infamous 9/11 attack on the 'Twin Towers' in New York in 2001 followed by other devastating bombings in Europe and beyond enacted by Islamic extremist groups. Turner (2014, (774) (775) states that there has been a 'revival of the sociology of religion in the late 20th
and early 21st century', which is 'associated with growing recognition of the importance of religion in public life'. José Casanova's (1994) 
seminal text Public Religions in the Modern
World challenged the privatization thesis. Casanova (1994, 5) argued that 'we are witnessing the de-privatization of religion' within which the private sphere becomes re-politicized and the spheres of economics and politics become re-normativized. He contended that 'religious traditions throughout the world are refusing to accept the marginal and privatized role which theories of modernity as well as theories of secularization had reserved for them' (Casanova 1994, 5) . Thus, Casanova refuted the notion that the privatization of religion was a necessity in modern societies arguing that religion has maintained a public role.
In later work, Berger (1999) refuted his own privatization thesis acknowledging the desecularization of society due to the rise in the number of religious adherents across various regions of the world. Moreover, Jürgen Habermas (2006 Habermas ( , 2008 argued that public debate on moral issues might benefit from input from religion using the term 'post-secular' to describe the state of Europe, Australia, New Zealand, and Canada. He encouraged the involvement of religious viewpoints in public affairs.
The case for Christianity as public religion
Gibbons (2016) Brewer (2007, 7) states that there have been attempts since the late nineteenth century to consider the interface between Christianity and sociology seriously from the perspective of the Christian faith. Yet this form of sociology lies underdeveloped and has been obscured from the history of the development of the discipline of sociology (Brewer 2007, 8; Gill 2012a, 25) .
One of the earliest texts identified by Gibbons (2017) is Christian Sociology (see Stuckenberg, 1881) . then banishing that tradition from public influence could destroy the plant'. Gibbons (2016) argued that one of the major problems in contemporary Western societies is that there is ignorance about the topic of religion. There is a tendency to lump all religions together rather than looking at the differences between different faiths. This kind of reasoning neglects the 13 contribution that Christianity can make to public life because it regards all religions as beyond the scope of reason (Trigg 2007, 33) . In contemporary Western nation-states such as the UK, USA and especially in France for example, religion and rationality are deemed separate and secular reasoning and motivation are deemed more neutral than religious reasoning and motivation. In his counter-argument against the supremacy given to secular reasoning, Trigg (2007, 40) asserts the following:
It is a part of civic virtue only to be motivated by secular reasons. Yet the idea that there is some deep mismatch between the pursuit of political equality in a democracy, and religion as a motive force is curious. The influence of religion may not always be beneficial, but it is undeniable that many social advances It is not only that the least and apparently most useless still has the dignity of having a gift and a purpose; it's also that everyone is able to give to others, to have the dignity of being a giver, being important to someone else. Instead of just a static picture of everyone having dignity, the Christian vision is dynamic-everyone engaged in building up everyone else's human life and dignity. (Williams 2007) Williams ends his speech by summarizing the main contribution the Christian gospel message can make to the public sphere:
It is not that the state and the laws of society must represent in all respects the commands of the gospel; it is rather that the state will become a sterile and oppressive thing unless it is continually engaged in conversation with those who speak for the gospel. That is perhaps the essence of the Christian contribution in the public sphere. It is a voice that questions from a wholly different perspective, the kind of perspective that cannot be generated by corporate self- Whilst space restricts a fuller examination of both sides of the debate regarding the presence of religion in the public sphere, suffice to say here that even though secular or atheistic beliefs are not always based on fact, they continue to dominate the social science disciplines, including the sub-discipline of the sociology of sport.
A justification for using a Christian sociological approach to study sport?
'Muscular Christianity' was imbued in modern sports via the Victorian English public schools and subsequently spread throughout the British Empire and beyond by Christian athletic missionaries such as C.T. Studd and the 'Cambridge Seven' (see for example Mangan, 1984 Mangan, , 1986 . Muscular Christian virtues of sport include: 'teamwork, altruism, strength, self-control, justice, loyalty, wisdom, self-sacrifice, equality, courage, generosity, joy, honesty, tenacity, hard work, solidarity, peace, love (Philia, friendship love) and community spirit' (Watson and Parker 2013, 28) . Some of the above ideals are also present in ancient Greek moral thought that has also had an influence on the development of modern sport, especially the Olympic Games (Reid and Holowchak 2011 ). Yet it is Christian values rather than those of any other faith are at the very foundations of some of today's global sports (see also Parker and Weir 2012; Watson, Weir and Friend 2005) .
Whilst there is still at least some cultural residue of Muscular Christianity within sports today (cf. Meyer et al. 2015; Meyer and Umstattd Meyer 2017) , it is also apparent that modern sports started to lose the Christian values upon which they were based almost as soon as they had been codified, and this became more pronounced as the 20 th century advanced. The following is a list of areas of research that have been conducted by sport sociologists, psychologists and philosophers on the ethical and moral problems that have become entrenched in sport: abuse of athletes, officials and others involved in sport; violence both on and off the field of play involving athletes, fans and others; political/national divisions; sectarianism;
cheating; playing through pain and injury; overtraining; burnout; financial greed and corruption; use of performance enhancing drugs/doping (Watson and Parker 2013, 28-9) .
Various sociologists of sport have drawn upon secular theories to help them to provide explanations for the moral decline that has occurred in numerous sports. For instance, Overman arguing that athlete's bodies are treated as machines designed to produce entertainment and profits for others rather than for feelings of fun and pleasure for themselves. Lasch (1979) famously referred to 'the degradation of sport' in relation to the loss of the 'sacred dimension of play' in the pursuit of winning (as well as other aspects); and Walsh and Giulianotti (2007) have more recently referred to the ethical and moral problems in contemporary sport as 'the sporting mammon'. 4 
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We argue that such problems are the indirect result of the secularisation of modern sport that Guttmann (1978) theorised was one of its seven defining characteristics. These problems are 'unintended consequences' (Elias 2000) of secularisation which has reduced the importance of playing sport for its inherent virtues (listed above). In many ways it is clear to see that the social and moral values imbued in modern sports by the English public schools under the influence of muscular Christianity, have been replaced by the 'win at all costs mentality' or so called 'Lombardian ethic' (Baker 2007) . Considering elite sport is one of the most publicly debated aspects of our everyday lives, we argue that it should not only be studied from a secular perspective but also a religious one. The concept of public religion helps justify the use of religious ideas in the study of public issues. Since we have argued, in agreement with the New Testament writers, that Christianity was always intended to be used as a public force for the good of society, we encourage sociologists of sport undertaking further research in this area to draw upon Biblical themes and theological ideas alongside secular sociological theories and concepts when studying the very public issues that arise in sport. For example, Adogame, Watson and Parker (2017) have suggested that 'social justice' issues in the sports-world, are ripe for analysis using both theological and social-scientific perspectives. Similarly, Gibbons and Braye (2017) used Biblical themes and sociological concepts together in their analysis of the narratives of Christian elite sports people using the kind of 'socio-theological' approach pioneered by Robin Gill (2012a; 2012b; , an approach that previously had not been applied to the social scientific study of sport. We encourage researchers to use the Bible, the tools of Christian theology and sociological concepts together, so to inform analyses of modern sport from a Christian perspective.
Notes

